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1. Introduction
This subject feels like the natural result of having applied to forty graduate 
programs over the last six years. The most difficult problem I’ve faced in 
completing these applications has been the personal statement, or, as SILS calls it, 
the statement of purpose (SP). The general assumption I and many of my fellow 
applicants have held is that one must apply to many schools, often more than ten, 
to maximize one’s chances of success, and that a well-written and program-
tailored personal statement is the cornerstone of any application. Writing so many 
individually tailored personal statements can be a problem for many hopeful 
graduate students, especially those who are trying to finish their undergraduate 
educations at the same time. Students applying to medical school spend an 
average of eighteen hours per statement, and it seems likely that it is not only 
hopeful medical students who take the personal statement so seriously (Bekins, 
Huckin, & Kijak, 2004). Further complicating the problem of producing large 
numbers of polished statements is the arcane nature of the personal statement: the 
audience for personal statements has encountered hundreds or thousands of 
examples, while the authors have often never read a single one. This ignorance 
can force the prospective student to rely on guesswork. 
Before I discuss my research questions, it is important to note that 
personal statements and the criteria upon which they are judged vary greatly from 
field to field and program to program, as well as across time. Personal statements 
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are pieces of writing intended to serve a single purpose: to convince gatekeepers 
to grant the writer admission to a program of graduate study. Programs and their 
foci change over time, so also do their standards of admission. Not surprisingly, 
comprehensive studies of this genre are problematic—it is in a state of flux, and 
although all personal statements are written to accomplish the same purpose, 
admission, there are few features that are likely to be predictive of success in any 
program or discipline. Broadly positive traits, such as correct spelling or accurate 
punctuation, might be found to be prevalent among successful statements, but it is 
doubtful that admissions committees base many decisions to admit applicants 
solely on their perfect spelling and grammar. That leaves content and rhetorical 
approach as being the most likely aspects to have the strongest effect on the 
admissions decision, and since the quixotic nature of academic departments 
makes dealing in universals difficult, I will restrict my area of inquiry to personal 
statements submitted to SILS by Master’s degree applicants between 2003 and 
2006.   
The purpose of my research is to gain an understanding of the topics and 
rhetorical approaches used in statements of purpose for SILS, and to put together 
a list describing the characteristics of the successful SILS SP. To do this I had to 
assemble a picture of the criteria upon which SPs are judged, and gain an 
understanding of the successful SP as a genre with its own dominant rhetorical 
conventions.  
I have not been able to find any research about personal statements 
specifically in the field of LIS apart from a 1979 study of admissions variables 
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that only devoted a few sentences to the subject (Pfister & Roberts, 1979). There 
is not a great deal of research on personal statements from any field ("From the 
Editors," 2004), apart from psychology and medicine (Barton, Ariail, & Smith, 
2004; Bekins et al., 2004; Brown, 2004; Newman, 2004). My research could aid 
prospective LIS students in writing more competitive personal statements. It 
could also shed some light on the preferences of SILS admissions committees, 
and that could be useful for committee members in evaluating the basis of their 
admissions decisions, and could help guide applicants to avoid possible pitfalls. 
Additionally, while there is a fair amount of research available on personal 
statements in the sciences and especially in medicine, the humanities have 
received little attention. This study is an attempt to help remedy that situation.  
  Since I lack access to unsuccessful statements, I did not have the option 
of comparing corpora of successful versus unsuccessful statements to see what the 
successful statements do that the unsuccessful ones do not. Since all of the 
statements in my study are successful, I assumed that characteristics common to 
many or all of the statements are likely to be either neutral or positive traits (from 
the perspective of admissions committee members). It seems unlikely that a group 
of successful statements would all share the same negative trait, although it would 
be very interesting if they did.  
SILS is a large department with more than 250 master’s degree students 
and 53 doctoral students. According to the SILS homepage, recently admitted 
students averaged GRE scores in the 82nd percentile for verbal, the 58th  percentile 
for quantitative, and 5.0 for analytical writing ("UNC School of Information and 
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Library Science," 2006). Their average undergraduate GPA was 3.5. The mission 
statement positions SILS as a professional school:  
We are here to conduct inquiry devoted to information generation and use 
to prepare reflective, adaptive information professionals for action in the 
present and the future, and to transfer to them an uncompromising 
advocacy for knowledge… ("UNC School of Information and Library 
Science," 2006) 
Many students hold previous advanced degrees, from fields such as law, 
anthropology, English literature, music, biology, and history. Undergraduate 
educations are equally diverse. It seems sensible to assume that such diversity will 
result in diverse approaches as well as varied levels of writing ability. Tying all of 
these people together is their mutual success in gaining admission to the graduate 
Master’s program at SILS. SILS’ SP prompt is included here as Figure 1:
Figure 1. SILS’ SP prompt.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 “A brief essay (500 words maximum) expressing why the applicant is interested
in information or library science as a career. You may mail this with the rest of 
your application materials or email your essay to admissions@ils.unc.edu.” 
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2. Literature Review 
 
Caveat Scriptor: the state of the personal statement, its genre, and why it is 
important to the field of library and information science and graduate school 
admissions decisions.
2.1 Introduction 
The personal statement is the most uniquely powerful and unwieldy part 
of an application for graduate study. A strong, well-written statement might 
garner a nod of approval before being forgotten and tucked away, while a poor 
statement can result in the immediate rejection of the entire application (Barton et 
al., 2004). Not surprisingly, the average applicant spends eighteen hours writing 
and drafting a personal statement (Bekins et al., 2004). However, since little 
concrete information is available about personal statements, applicants are often 
forced to write in a rhetorical vacuum, and nature has filled that vacuum with lore 
a-plenty (Barton et al., 2004).   
Further complicating this problem is the arcane nature of the personal 
statement: the audience for personal statements has usually encountered many 
hundreds or thousands of examples, while the authors have written few, and read 
even fewer (Brown, 2004). With admissions committees being willing to reject an 
application based on a poor personal statement, applicants cannot afford to rely on 
lore and guesswork when writing them. Realizing this, applicants often turn to 
how-to books (Barton et al., 2004; Brown, 2004). Unfortunately, since every 
program has different specialties and foci, as well as different people reading the 
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personal statements, any description of what makes a successful personal 
statement must be not only field-specific, but program- and time-specific. Broadly 
focused how-to books are unlikely to provide the kinds of specific advice many 
applicants desire. Access to research on successful personal statements submitted 
to specific programs is needed if applicants wish to create personal statements that 
are the least likely to cause a rejection of an application based on the personal 
statement alone. Despite the desirability of such information, little has been done 
to create it.  
Personal statements have enjoyed rather little scholarly attention, and it is 
only since 2004 that all of the existing studies have been published. Studies of 
personal statements are limited to the fields of medicine and psychology, and 
mostly use some form of genre analysis to determine qualities common to 
successful personal statements. The most successful studies tend to use a 
combination of qualitative and quantitative approaches. No studies have been 
conducted on personal statements in the field of LIS, although studies on 
admission variables and success within graduate programs in general and library 
schools in particular indicate that professors and deans consider the personal 
statement a vital part of the application package (Brown, 2004; Newman, 2004).  
In the first section I will discuss the status of the personal statement within 
the university system, including how it is written, the role it plays in the 
admissions process, and its value as a predictor of success. The second section 
will be devoted to the approaches previous scholars have taken toward the study 
of personal statements as an academic subject. I will begin with a brief history of 
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the study of personal statements and other “occluded genres,” then describe and 
analyze the specific approaches scholars have taken to the study of the personal 
statement. These approaches include (and often combine) genre analysis, 
rhetorical analysis, interviews, and, in one case, reading protocol studies. I will 
conclude with sections on the implications of these studies, the possibilities and 
importance of future studies, my recommendations for action, and questions for 
the future.  
 
2.2 Paradox and Vacuum: the Challenges of Writing a Personal Statement 
Within the fields of medicine, psychology, and library science, the 
personal statement is meant to be a tool that will help admissions committees 
predict which students will thrive in a medical, psychology, or library career. 
Grades, GRE scores, and the like are used to predict success within graduate 
school (Bekins et al., 2004). Since many applicants have high grades and test 
scores, committees are faced with the problem of whom to admit and whom to 
reject. If most of the applicants seem likely to succeed in graduate school, then 
rejecting applicants who seem unlikely to thrive in the career following graduate 
study becomes a necessary part of the admissions process, and personal 
statements are used to help in making this determination. Despite the great weight 
given the personal statement in the admissions process, applicants rarely have 
access to much specific advice on how to create a competitive statement.   
Two main problems hinder applicants in writing a personal statement: the 
rhetorical vacuum and the rhetorical paradox. The writing of personal statements 
is not taught in college courses and successful examples to emulate are usually 
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unavailable, so applicants do not know where to start (Brown, 2004). Unaware of 
what a personal statement is expected to do, as well as what it even looks like, 
students turn to their audience for guidance, but this information is not provided 
either. Unable to find a clear picture of their audience, they are forced to imagine, 
usually with unfortunate results ("Personal Statements: A Conversation with John 
Swales and Chris Feak," 2004). Applicants are left writing one of the most 
important documents in their applications without a model, trying to please a 
mysterious audience that has hidden expectations. This uncomfortable situation 
leaves them profoundly vulnerable (Brown, 2004).    
Compounding this vulnerability is what Robert Brown calls the rhetorical 
paradox: applicants are encouraged either implicitly or explicitly to write 
candidly, to make the personal statement a personal statement. However, 
everything in the personal statement will be judged for “institutional suitability” 
(Brown, 2004). The real challenge facing applicants lies in figuring out what kind 
of applicant each program desires, and how to emphasize the personal qualities 
most in keeping with each program’s agenda (Bekins et al., 2004). But without 
more information, few applicants can overcome these challenges to create a 
personal statement that will represent their best interests.       
 
2.3 It Must be Perfect: Personal Statements and the Admissions Process 
Personal statements belong to a strange genre: it is practiced only by 
aspirants to the academic community, but not by members (Bekins et al., 2004). 
Moreover, they are only read and judged by members of the academic 
community, but not by those who write them. In surveys, members of library 
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school admissions committees rated the personal statement among the four most 
important variables in the graduate applications process, along with GRE scores, 
undergraduate GPA, and letters of recommendation (Magrill & Rinehart, Winter 
1979). Since the other three variables are often equally strong, it is ironic that the 
variable most likely to result in rejection is the variable least understood by the 
applicants (Barton et al., 2004). This imbalance of information between 
committees and applicants introduces an unstable element to the admissions 
process.  
Applicants’ lack of information has lead to a surplus of lore about personal 
statements (Barton et al., 2004). Part of that lore includes the assumption that 
since admissions committee members read many hundreds or thousands of 
statements, some of them develop strong opinions about what goes into a 
desirable personal statement. Since different committee members have different 
preferences, the admissions process is mostly luck, everything else being equal.  
Since the lore surrounding personal statements includes this idea that 
professorial whim can result in summary rejection, many applicants try to 
maximize the acceptability of their personal statements by taking a conservative 
approach. Whether as a result of this belief or not, it is true that many successful 
personal statements end up being quite conservative, and carefully adherent to 
dominant ideologies within the field (Barton et al., 2004). Within the field of 
psychology, successful personal statements devoted more space to future plans 
and research goals, and characterized themselves as having belief systems 
identical to the belief systems prevalent in the department they were applying to. 
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They also avoided criticism of any kind. In essence, it was not unlike an act of 
ritual submission to authority (Barton et al., 2004).   
If submission to authority is one of the qualities most likely to result in 
acceptance to graduate study (at least in psychology), and applicants are at least 
somewhat aware of this fact, then further damage is done to the admissions 
process. The personal statement is supposed to be the document that separates 
applicants who will flourish in their careers following graduate study from those 
applicants who will only succeed in graduate school. With so much riding on 
being admitted to graduate schools, applicants will do whatever they can to 
improve their chances; and that often means telling the authorities what applicants 
think they want to hear. This makes the task of the admissions committee even 
more difficult. According to what little research that exists on this subject, strong 
personal statements and glowing letters of reference have little correlation with 
success in graduate school or in library careers beyond, as opposed to GRE 
scores, which were among the strongest predictors of academic and career success 
in 1977 (Blue & Divilbiss, 1977). However, since this study is almost thirty years 
old, the accuracy of its conclusions in relation to present-day programs is 
questionable.    
In addition to having a problematic relationship with future success, 
personal statements have the capacity to exert a powerful negative force in the 
application packet. For example, high GRE scores increase the likelihood of 
admission and low scores decrease admission. High grades improve chances, low 
grades damage them. Glowing letters of recommendation improve chances, 
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negative, or even carefully cautious letters damage them. According to some 
studies, an excellent personal statement, however, will not tip a borderline 
application into the admit pile (Pfister & Roberts, 1979). And according to other 
studies, a poor statement will almost certainly lead to a rejection (Barton et al., 
2004). Because the personal statement is the one document that can provide 
admissions committees with the specific, personal information that is often 
lacking in grades, GRE scores, and letters of recommendation written by people 
mostly unknown to the committee, it is deserving of a great deal of study and 
careful consideration.  
 
2.4 An Occluded Genre: Personal Statements as Academic Subject 
Most work on personal statements as a genre has only been conducted 
since 2004, and before that they have only been mentioned in research on the 
graduate school admissions process in passing. John Swales convincingly argues 
that their omission from scrutiny is because personal statements are members of a 
group he calls “occluded genres,” documents that are integral to academic 
research and publication, but which are not included in the public record (Swales, 
1996). Personal statements are an especially difficult subject for study because 
they are usually considered to be part of students’ private records, and are not 
made readily available to scholars.  
The most useful research on personal statements has been done in the form 
of genre analysis, “the general aim of which is to identify the moves and 
strategies of a genre, the allowable order of moves, and the key linguistic 
features” (Henry & Roseberry, 2001). In order to understand moves, it is useful to 
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adopt the metaphor of chess. In chess, the goal is to win. In the case of the 
personal statement, the goal is to gain admission, or at least to avoid rejection. In 
chess, a move is a discrete element within the game that attempts to bring the goal 
closer. No move by itself can win a game, but in the right combination, several 
moves together can. In rhetoric, a move is a part of the text that achieves a single 
purpose contributing to that larger goal. A strategy, or step, is the specific way a 
writer goes about implementing any given move. Examples of moves in a 
personal statement would be the opening, the establishment of credibility, or the 
closing. A strategy for establishing credibility could be the use of a personal 
narrative or a history of academic achievement. There are a limited number of 
allowable moves within most any genre, but an almost infinite number of 
strategies for realizing those moves.  
Genre analysis usually is done from one of three orientations: linguistic, 
psychological, or sociological, and can include lexico-grammatical analysis, 
which quantifies observations about a written text using statistical analysis 
(Bhatia, 1993). The field of study determines the orientation of the approach.    
  
2.5 Genre Analysis and the Personal Statement: Three Approaches 
In this section I will describe discuss three approaches to studying 
personal statements. While most studies use a mixed method, they all look at the 
personal statement in different ways, some with more success than others.   
The first study I will discuss is “Self-Composed: Rhetoric in Psychology 
Personal Statements.” The goal of this study (Brown, 2004) was to determine 
what characteristics were shared by successful personal statements that were not 
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shared by unsuccessful statements, with a hypothesis that successful personal 
statements will share much in common with academic publications in the field of 
psychology. To begin, Robert Brown coded and analyzed a corpus of eighteen 
personal statements, nine from successful applications, nine from unsuccessful 
applications. His codes were in large part based on the program’s prompt to 
applicants: “Your personal statement should emphasize your research interests 
and research experience.” In addition to these texts, he interviewed five faculty 
members. The study included both quantitative and qualitative sections. For the 
quantitative analysis, the texts were divided into T units, each unit consisting of 
an independent clause (subject plus finite verb) along with any dependent or 
embedded clauses and modifying phrases attached then statistically analyzed 
(Brown, 2004). He found that successful personal statements mentioned research 
much earlier, at an average of 5.67 T units into the text, as opposed to 15.67 T 
units for unsuccessful statements. For the qualitative analysis he used a 
combination of close reading and interviews to determine that successful 
statements positioned the writer on the departmentally preferred side of three 
binary opposites: intuition vs. empiricism, application vs. basic research, and 
egocentrism vs. communitarianism. The successful applicants positioned 
themselves in favor of empiricism, basic research, and communitarianism. Brown 
then provided examples from personal statements illustrating these observations, 
and closed with a discussion of personal statements synthesizing the two parts of 
the study.   
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This study provides both practical, recipe-type knowledge useful to people 
applying to psychology programs, especially the program at the University of 
Texas. The qualitative and quantitative portions of Brown’s study complement 
one another remarkably well, and the article would be much weaker had one of 
them been omitted. This article, without trying, makes a strong case for the use of 
both qualitative and quantitative approaches for the best understanding of 
personal statements. I intend to use this study as a model for my own.    
Next comes “The Professional in the Personal: The Genre of Personal 
Statements in Residency Applications.” Another two part study, it asks two 
questions:  
1. How is the genre of personal statements structured textually and rhetorically in 
the context of competitive application? 
2. How do actual readers respond to the genre of the personal statement in the 
context of decision-making?  
To answer the first question, 169 personal statements were coded for statistical 
analysis, and four distinct moves were discovered: the opening move, 
schooling/training, interests and activities, and career goals. A discussion and 
analysis follows the results, and leads to a conclusion of the rhetorical task of 
writers of personal statements. Writers are presented with three tasks, equally 
vital: to present a memorable self, an accomplished self, and a worthy self. To 
answer the second question, a reading protocol study was employed. This 
involved recording and analyzing the responses made to personal statements by 
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professors involved in the residency admissions process. This revealed a strong 
preference for a memorable personal narrative in the first paragraph.   
 The two parts of this study did not complement each other especially well. 
The quantitative study examined the corpus for commonalities, but did not 
differentiate the successful from the unsuccessful. The reading protocol section, 
however, is mostly devoted to describing desirable characteristics of personal 
statements. Because they fail to integrate the findings from the two parts of their 
study: describing personal statements as applicants write them and determining 
what characteristics admissions committees favor, they produce no elegant 
conclusion to tie both parts of the study together, though much of interest was 
learned.  
Finally I come to “The Personal Statement in Medical School 
Applications: Rhetorical Structure in a Diverse and Unstable Context.” This study 
suggests:  
1. an account reflecting how students interpret the genre [of the personal 
statement], 
2. how they implement their perceptions of the significance of their scholarship, 
extracurricular, and personal experiences, and 
3.  how professional insiders respond to these instantiations. 
The research included two parts: a workshop in which students produced personal 
statements and completed a survey, followed by an evaluation of those statements 
by members of admissions committees. The personal statements created in the 
workshop were analyzed and used to put together a set of five rhetorical moves 
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before being shown to the admissions committee for evaluation. The committee 
members showed a strong preference for personal statements containing a 
personal narrative coupled with an analysis of what the student learned from the 
experience of writing the personal statement in the workshop, with an emphasis 
placed on the lesson learned. 
 This article accomplished what it set out to do, and discovered useful 
information. However, the three purposes of the study never seem to gel into a 
complete picture. Too much information was presented, and not enough of it was 
synthesized into a coherent picture. In some ways, this could have been two, or 
even three different articles. A follow-up study in which the same admissions 
committee is presented with a corpus of personal statements all containing 
narratives that develop into life-lesson analyses would be interesting.   
The most elegant study I encountered, Robert Brown’s “Self-Composed: 
Rhetoric in Psychology Personal Statements,” used two approaches to study the 
same subject, providing different perspectives that worked to provide a more 
complete picture than either perspective would on its own (Brown, 2004). 
Although using several approaches in a single study can be compelling, it can also 
lead to a fragmentation of energy and purpose. Care must be taken to fuse both 
parts into a cohesive whole. 
 
2.6 The Future of the Literature 
As I see it, further study of personal statements could have at least three 
useful results: 
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1. Improve the admissions process. We could admit more suitable students who 
will glean the greatest benefit from library school, and who will be the most likely 
to complete the program. 
2. Demystify the personal statement. Make the admissions process easier for all 
involved: replace lore with useful guidelines and accurate description of how 
personal statements will be assessed; ease the triage process for members of 
admissions committees.  
3. Learn how we construct ourselves as academics and professionals. We could 
learn more about why people apply to LIS programs, and create a more useful 
dialog with potential librarians. 
The literature suggests this is a matter affecting the lives of aspiring 
information professionals. Consequently, I urge that a few of the following small 
steps be taken as soon as possible. Possibly most important, and fortunately easily 
accomplished, would be the online publication of admissions committee 
member’s advice on writing strong personal statements. Even something as 
simple as a list of personal statement faux pas would be a great help to applicants. 
Eventually, I would like to see a detailed genre analysis of successful personal 
statements made available through SILS’ website, complete with guidelines for 
writing such a statement, or at least guidelines for avoiding summary rejection.  
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3. Research questions 
Little serious scholarship exists concerning personal statements in the field of 
LIS, and not much more exists on personal statements in any field. My research 
contributes to both the field of LIS as well as rhetoric and composition. If applied 
to a practical purpose, it could aid prospective SILS students in writing more 
competitive personal statements with less stress and uncertainty than in the past. 
My research could also shed some light on the preferences of SILS admissions 
committees, and that could be useful for committee members in evaluating the 
basis of their admissions decisions, and could help direct applicants to avoid 
possible pitfalls. My hope for this research is to contribute to making the graduate 
school application process as transparent as possible for applicants. With more 
people attending graduate school every year, the application process is becoming 
an almost universal experience. A transparent, or less opaque, applications 
process could be a benefit for all involved.  
The findings of my study have the potential to provide a glimpse into a 
genre mysterious to the uninitiated, but that plays a nonetheless vital role in the 
admissions process. Although there is no lack of qualified applicants to the SILS 
LIS program who write strong, effective SPs, I believe the stress and uncertainty 
that applicants are currently faced with is counterintuitive to the practice of 
librarianship. In a service-oriented field that exists to provide easy access to 
accurate, helpful information, the graduate school application process confronts 
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prospective librarians with a murky path, at least in terms of the SP. It is also my 
hope that a more transparent admissions process might encourage even more 
qualified people to apply to SILS, helping to maintain or raise our reputation in 
the field, and help potential librarians more easily find their paths.    
 There are two parts to my study, each guided by one of the following 
questions: 
1. What rhetorical characteristics do successful statements of purpose (SPs) 
recently submitted to UNC SILS share?  
2. What criteria do professors use for judging statements of purpose, and 
does the corpus of SPs reflect those criteria? 
Since there is a great deal of lore surrounding statements such as SPs, it seems 
sensible in a study such as this to test some of it. The following three hypotheses 
are designed to test three assumptions I encountered while in the process of 
writing my own SP for SILS.  
1. The proportion of units dedicated to professional goals (PG) will be 
greater than any other. Since SILS produces professional librarians, and is 
one of the top LIS schools in the country, admissions committees must 
look more kindly upon SPs indicating ambition.  
2. Successful SPs will be largely homogenous in preponderance of topics. 
This hypothesis tests the notion, however irrational, that the admissions 
committee only admits a single kind of SP, or at least only very similar 
SPs.  
3. Applications are sometimes rejected on the basis of a problem with the 
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personal statement. The most intimidating piece of lore that supplies most 
of the anxiety behind the creation of an SP, it would be a fine thing to 
know if it is true.
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4. Method 
 Following Brown (2004), I analyzed a corpus of twenty SPs submitted as 
part of an application to the Master’s program at SILS, in order to identify 
rhetorical features correlative with success common to many or all of the 
statements in the corpus. Secondly, I submitted questionnaires to professors who 
have recently served on admissions committees, asking them to describe the 
features of a successful SP. I used both quantitative and qualitative approaches, 
respectively descriptive content analysis and close reading, using the findings 
from the content analysis to direct and inform my close reading. Although the 
close reading includes both the SPs and the questionnaires, the content analysis is 
limited to SPs. This study was approved by the UNC-CH Institutional Review 
Board.    
 
4.1 SP coding 
 
4.1.1 Sample 
My sample consists of 20 SPs which were submitted to SILS within the 
last three years, and were volunteered by current and former SILS students in 
response to an e-mailed request. Subjects were reached via mass e-mails through 
the SILS-student listserve. Since e-mails can be overlooked or forgotten, I sent the 
request twice before I reached 20 SPs.  
SPs are private and potentially revealing documents, and there are 
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problems inherent in handling such sensitive materials. First is the problem of 
access. SPs are considered part of a student’s private file, and are jealously 
guarded. They are guarded for good reason: an unethical person could potentially 
use the information they contain to aid in identity theft, or, less egregious but still 
deeply unpleasant, to harm a SPs writer by revealing private information. They 
could also theoretically be recycled in another application to SILS. In my study, 
all SPs came from volunteers, so the situation is not quite as delicate as it would 
be if I had acquired them directly from the department, but regardless of their 
origin, they must be treated as sensitive, private documents. To that end, I 
encrypted the files using a Trusted Platform Module (TPM) with 128 bit 
encryption (NSA-level) on a Toshiba R200 notebook computer equipped with 
biometric security. Access to the files may only be gained with my fingerprint, 
and only on my R200. I am keeping two backups on Secure Digital cards, but the 
backups are also encrypted and can only be decrypted and read using the TPM in 
my R200. After completing the study, I will maintain my records for the seven 
years advocated by the university, after which time I intend to shred the files.  
 
4.1.2 Approach 
The SPs were numbered, then divided into units, each unit consisting of an 
independent clause (subject plus finite verb) along with any dependent or 
embedded clauses and modifying phrases attached (Brown, 2004). Each unit was 
coded according to topic, which were professional experience (PE), research 
interests (RI), educational background (EB), personal background and 
experiences (PB), or professional goals (PG). 
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 This combined qualitative and quantitative approach is based on Brown 
(2004), who was remarkably successful in analyzing psychology personal 
statements. In specific relation to my study it is a good approach because, 
although SPs contain many subtle layers of meaning that cannot be easily 
quantified, they are usually less than 500 words, and tend to develop fewer than 
six topics. There can be enormous variation in rhetorical approach, but the same 
topics consistently recur across documents, and lend themselves to coding. 
Although useful, the information gleaned from analyzing topic prevalence tells an 
incomplete tale without an understanding of the more subtle layers of meaning. 
Such an understanding may not be gained via content analysis, so I have chosen 
to use close reading, the primary tool of literary analysis.  
 
4.1.3 Original Codes 
The five original codes I used for my study, PE (professional experience), 
PG (professional goals), EB (educational background), RI (research interests), PB 
(personal background), were in part based on the codes used in Robert Brown’s 
2004 study of psychology personal statements. 
Brown used three codes: PE (practical experience, volunteer or paid work 
as a counselor), RE (research experience, participation in research projects), and 
RI (research interests, professed research interests for graduate study). Expecting 
that at least some of SILS’ applicants would be interested in doctoral study, and 
for others to devote some of their essays to describing the areas they wanted to 
study, I borrowed RI whole cloth. Because of SILS’ professional focus, as well as 
the idea that many applicants would have one or more years of actual LIS 
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experience, I changed practical experience to professional experience, keeping the 
abbreviation PE. RE did not seem likely to apply to applicants for a LIS program, 
so that is where the borrowing ended.  
Because SILS applicants are a rather heterogeneous group, and the essay 
prompt for SILS does not dictate the contents of the SP as precisely as that of the 
psychology program at UT, I was forced to cast a broader net than Brown. Since 
many applicants to graduate psychology programs are or were undergraduate 
psychology majors, and research is often necessary in upper-level undergraduate 
psychology, topic RE serves largely to describe the applicants’ undergraduate 
educations, and how those educations have prepared them for graduate study. 
Since SILS applicants come from a wide variety of educational background, I 
replaced RE with the more broad and inclusive code EB (educational 
background). 
The remaining original codes, PG (professional goals), and PB (personal 
background), are in no way based on previous research, and were added to the 
study based on my expectations that applicants to SILS would be career-oriented 
and perceive librarianship as a personal calling deserving explanation.  
I expected SPs across the corpus to be highly crafted, focused documents, 
with the great majority of units all bent towards the overall purpose of the SP: 
admission. It seemed to follow that if these documents were extremely focused, a 
successful statement would naturally contain a limited number of topics, perhaps 
in the range of five to eight.  Consequently, I wanted a coding scheme that would 
include all, or at least an overwhelming majority of the units in each SP.  
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Professional experience (PE): describes or refers primarily to work experience 
that has occurred in the past, or was occurring at the time of the writing of the 
statement. Units in this category provide evidence of the applicant as a 
contributing member of a professional community, a person who has at some 
point in the past been capable of acquiring and maintaining employment in a field 
relating in some way to library or information science. Units contain 
demonstrated or implied competence at both interpersonal interaction and 
professional responsibility.   
 
Educational background (EB): describes or refers primarily to academic 
experience that has occurred in the past, or was occurring at the time of the 
writing of the statement. Units in this category provide evidence of the applicant’s 
ability to excel in an academic environment, or the applicant’s academic interests 
and how those interests relate to graduate study in LIS, or a career in LIS. This 
topic also includes units that refer primarily to events that occurred during, in, or 
around a university setting that influenced the applicant’s academic development. 
For example, an anecdote detailing an inspiring teacher or difficult assignment 
that lead the applicant to some kind of decision or inspiration that affected later 
choices would be appropriate in this category.    
 
Research interests (RI): describes or refers primarily to what the writer wishes to 
learn about or study in the future. This category includes only courses of study the 
applicant indicates desire to engage in at a specific or nonspecific future date. 
This category would also include a unit in which the applicant describes past 
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academic study with the expressed wish of continuing to engage in study of that 
same subject in the future, since the reason for mentioning the previous study was 
to demonstrate competence in that area and provide evidence that goal is not a 
frivolous one, but rather a continuation of a previous and continuing interest.   
 
Professional goals (PG): describes or refers primarily to work the writer wishes 
to engage in at some point in the future. This category includes only lines of work 
the applicant indicates desire to engage in at a specific or nonspecific future date. 
This can be as broad as an indication that the applicant wishes to work in a library 
of some kind, or specific, such as a desire to create an online, publicly searchable 
database of baseball statistics. Professional is understood as meaning an 
undertaking requiring specialized skills for which the applicant hopes to be paid 
for, or could be paid for. This category also covers any and all volunteer work the 
applicant might wish to engage in any time in the future.   
 
Personal background (PB): describes or refers primarily to events or experiences 
that occurred outside of the workplace or school. This is a broad category meant 
to encompass childhood narratives, descriptions of mentors or role models, or 
anything else that has to do specifically with the applicant’s past and experiences, 
but does not fit into the other categories.    
 
Other (OT): Any topic that does not fit into any of the other categories.  
 
4.1.4 Coding process 
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I randomly chose four SPs to test my coding scheme. In each statement, 
the majority of units could be more or less cleanly coded using my existing code 
scheme, with no more than two or three units out of twenty or thirty defying the 
coding scheme and ending up coded as topic Other (OT). I used OT as a 
touchstone to test how completely my coding scheme was able to describe the 
corpus. The fewer units relegated to OT, the more complete my coding scheme. 
Heartened by OT’s small size, I applied the scheme to the entire corpus.  
When it worked, the coding scheme was quite easy to apply to most units. 
After a dozen or so SPs were finished, I noticed that I was being forced to use 
topic OT more than I would have liked. There were two particularly troublesome 
SPs that contained a majority of units that did not fit into my coding scheme. 
They were each made up more than 50% OT units, prompting me to suspect my 
coding scheme was missing something, as well as providing me with a natural 
starting point to investigate my coding scheme’s weaknesses. I carefully reread 
these two SPs looking for some thread of commonality, and finding that the 
subject of libraries, information, and librarianship recurred: 
“The world of information is an evolving dimension of which the very 
foundations are being rewritten.” 
“The best libraries are those rich with activities, from book groups and author 
readings to literacy programs and workshops that teach parents the importance of 
reading to their children.” 
I wanted to see whether other SPs contained units along these same lines, 
suggesting a new topic. I isolated all topic OT units from these and the rest of the 
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corpus and re-read them as a group. Thirteen SPs contained units labeled OT 
describing libraries, usually in one of three ways. They described the perception 
of libraries (and librarians) in the past, the state of libraries (or information) today, 
and the role of libraries (or information) in the future. After counting them up, 
these library-related units turned out to be even more numerous than units on the 
topic of education. It seemed necessary to create a new topic code to account for 
these units, since they occur across the corpus and in sufficiently large numbers to 
warrant notice, if not analysis. 
With the units that now made up topic Library (L) removed, I reread the 
remaining units in topic OT to see if any other patterns might be discerned. There 
were still 42 units remaining in topic OT, and although that was much better than 
the 95 units I started with before finding topic Library, it was still too high for 
comfort.   
 Upon rereading the remaining units in topic OT, I found many expressing 
sentiments similar to these: 
“These work and extracurricular activities, in association with my rigorous and 
focused academics, have all prepared me for graduate study in library science at a 
top institution.” 
“The research skills I developed through [academic] work, my love of the written 
word, and an interdisciplinary approach towards education will contribute to my 
studies in library science.” 
“I learned many other useful study and research techniques which I am sure will 
be very useful at the graduate level as well.” 
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“…I developed the writing skills and study habits necessary to pursue further 
graduate study” 
“The combination of my strong desire to become an archivist and my educational 
background make me an ideal candidate for this program.” 
“I hope I will be invited to continue my study at the University of North Carolina 
in the library science program.” 
The majority of the units remaining in topic OT contain either claims about the 
applicant’s preparedness for graduate study, or expressions of praise for SILS and 
hope to attend. Although these topics are different, the sentiments they express 
interrelate: both indicate a desire to attend SILS.  
These statements express praise, either for the applicant or the school, or 
hope for admission. The units expressing hope for admission are using a passive 
approach that can engender good will by showing respect and admiration for the 
school, program, and gatekeepers. Units containing claims about the applicant’s 
virtues and appropriateness to the program take an aggressive approach that seeks 
to persuade through a show of confidence.  Aside from using the same device, 
positively charged language, both appear to be perfunctory statements. In either 
form, they rarely occur more than twice per SP, though they do occur in some 
form in 65% of SPs. Because the two approaches common to these units are 
dissimilar, but almost equally common, I named this new topic Hope & Praise 
(HP).  
After coding all of the units in the corpus, I noticed that Research Interests 
(RI) comprised very few units (15 occurrences or 3.16%, 6 of them in a single 
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SP), while the other topic dedicated to future events, Professional Goals (PG), 
contained many. Although all of the units in both of these categories conformed to 
my topic definitions, changes were needed. I had failed to take into account the 
professional focus of most of SILS’ LIS applicants. At that level, applicants focus 
on their professional futures, and do not expend valuable space on speculation 
concerning further study. Because of the small number of topic RI units and the 
mutual focus on the future shared by RI and PG, it seemed fair to combine the 
two topics and create the new topic, Goals (G), built around the focus on the 
future the two previous topics shared.  
Finally, I decided to expand the definition of Personal Background (PB), 
and renamed it “Personal.” When I initially described the code I imagined that 
many statements would include references to the applicant’s life story, such as 
experiences with non-academic mentors or events not related to work or school 
that were important enough to the applicant’s development to warrant inclusion in 
the SP, such as these two units: 
“When I was eight years old, I programmed a database that cataloged my entire 
comic book collection and reported its size, scope, and appreciating value.” 
“As a child, I took special care repairing the pages of old books with paste and 
tape, sometimes fashioning new covers out of cardboard.” 
Although they contain information about the applicant’s childhood, these units 
focus on library or information science-related activities, as performed by a child. 
If the applicants perceive librarianship as a calling, and not just as a career, it 
follows that applicants would attempt to characterize their decision to pursue 
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graduate study in LIS as the next step in an inevitable process that began in 
childhood.  
Although many units did indeed contain narratives of childhood or 
adolescent encounters with libraries and librarians, there were also units revealing 
personal information that did not connect as closely to librarianship or 
preparedness for graduate study as I had expected: 
“My mother always told me I would make a great librarian.” 
“Throughout high school I entertained the idea of being a children’s book author, 
but I quickly realized I lack both the persistence and the skill.”  
“My life has given me the experiences and the insight of both a big-city dweller 
and a rural native.” 
While these units refer to the applicant’s biography, their occasional lack of 
specific connection to graduate study of librarianship motivated me to expand the 
definition of Personal Background (PB) to reflect the varied nature of personal 
expression occurring across the corpus. Because some units in this category 
contain personal information, such as opinions, that have little to do with the 
applicant’s background, it seemed fitting to shorten the topic name to Personal 
(P).     
 
4.1.5 Revised Codes 
Professional experience (PE): describes or refers primarily to work experience 
that has occurred in the past, or was occurring at the time of the writing of the 
statement. Units in this category provide evidence of the applicant as a 
contributing member of a professional community, a person who has at some 
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point in the past been capable of acquiring and maintaining employment in a field 
relating in some way to library or information science. Units contain 
demonstrated or implied competence at both interpersonal interaction and 
professional responsibility.   
Examples: 
1) I took a job doing archival research for the XXXXXX1, while conducting an 
individually planned program of study under reference librarian XXXXXX.  
2) I learned the basics of AACR and MARC standards, as well as how to work in 
four different databases. 
 
Educational background (EB): describes or refers primarily to academic 
experience that has occurred in the past, or was occurring at the time of the 
writing of the statement. Units in this category provide evidence of the applicant’s 
ability to excel in an academic environment, or the applicant’s academic interests 
and how those interests relate to graduate study in LIS, or a career in LIS. This 
topic also includes units that refer primarily to events that occurred during, in, or 
around a university setting that influenced the applicant’s academic development. 
For example, an anecdote detailing an inspiring teacher or difficult assignment 
that lead the applicant to some kind of decision or inspiration that affected later 
choices would be appropriate in this category.    
Examples: 
1) Besides medieval English literature, I also studied foreign languages. 
                                                 
1 Potentially identifying information has been masked.  
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2) During my senior year, I was faced with the daunting task of writing a feature-
length documentary on any subject. 
 
Goals (G): describes or refers primarily to specific or general activities the 
applicant expresses a desire to engage in at some point in the future. These 
activities can involve anything the applicant describes in a positive light: 
education, employment, independent projects, or any other activity, whether 
specific or general, as long as the applicant indicates the activity is desirable, and 
would occur in the future.  
Examples: 
1) Having an interest in the social sciences, I will use my degree to address the 
information needs of individuals seeking assistance from social science 
professionals.  
2) If admitted, archives will be my primary focus, but I am also eager to learn 
about metadata and electronic records management.  
 
Personal (P): describes or refers primarily to events or experiences that occurred 
outside of the workplace or school, and the applicant’s feelings or opinions. This 
category includes personal narratives (especially childhood narratives), 
descriptions of mentors or role models, anything from the applicant’s past 
unrelated to professional experience or education, and descriptions of the 
applicant’s feelings towards previous work or education, so long as the feelings 
are the dominant subject within the unit.   
 Examples: 
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1) The impetus that drove me to my desire to become a librarian is, I am sure, not 
unlike most: I have ardently adored books and reading since before I could 
remember.   
2) After that summer, I pursued other endeavors, but I never forgot the personal 
and professional satisfaction of this field.  
3) My mother always told me I would make a great librarian. 
 
Other - Library (L): describes or refers primarily to libraries, librarians, 
librarianship, information, and information science, independent of specific 
personal goals. This topic includes any opinions the applicant might have about 
the role or perception of libraries, librarians, librarianship, information, and 
information science in the present, future, or past. Because this category was 
discovered after the questionnaires had been written and distributed, and therefore 
was not integrated into both parts of this study, I chose to categorize it as a sub-
class of OT.   
 Examples: 
1) I have learned that libraries do not just preserve a record of civilization’s 
accomplishments and written knowledge, but are also safe and friendly places 
where all people are welcome to come in and take off their coats.  
2) If the field of archiving is to survive in the 21st century, we must develop a 
system of archiving information that allows the nuances of the originals to remain 
intact while providing the necessary access to information contained within those 
originals for researchers.  
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Other - Hope & Praise (HP): includes all explicitly approval-seeking expressions. 
Most of these expressions revolve around either hope or praise. Expressions 
revolving around hope indicate an explicit wish to be admitted (not a request), or 
describe a hypothetical positive future resulting from earning a degree from SILS. 
Expressions revolving around praise involve either portraying the applicant in a 
positive light, such as through claims that the applicant is prepared for graduate 
study, or complimenting UNC, SILS, and anyone or anything related to SILS. 
Because this category was discovered after the questionnaires had been written 
and distributed, and therefore was not integrated into both parts of this study, I 
chose to categorize it as a sub-class of OT. 
Examples: 
1) These work and extracurricular experiences, in association with my rigorous 
and focused academics, have all prepared me for graduate study in library science 
at a top institution. 
2) A degree in library science will provide me the skills to continue this task in a 
more knowledgeable manner, bring me closer to the solving of my own mystery.    
 
Other (OT): This category exists to account for all units that do not fit into any of 
the other categories. Since most of the units in this category are quite different 
from one another, it is difficult to characterize this category, although I have 
observed that some units can be described as general statements about reality, and 
others are quotations from literary works or authors.    
Examples: 
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1) Borges writes, “A book is not an isolated being: it is a relationship, an axis of 
innumerable relationships.” 
2) Reading, listening, understanding body language, and knowing what questions 
to ask are important skills.   
 
4.2 Questionnaires 
One of the overall goals of this study was to gain an understanding of what 
constitutes a successful SP, so it made sense to ask the people whose opinions the 
success or failure of each SP depends on. I had three main hopes for the 
questionnaires. One, that they would supplement my limited experience with SPs. 
Two, that they would guide my interpretation of the data generated by the content 
analysis. Three, that they would provide me the best information available under 
the circumstances about unsuccessful SPs, since I only had access to successful 
ones.    
 I borrowed two of my questions, #1 and #5 (see Figure 2), from the list of 
questions Brown used in his interviews. The rest are original. Brown’s list 
included only three questions, which were used as prompts within the interviews. 
I did not have the option of interviewing professors, so I chose to use 
questionnaires. I wanted to extract specific information about the SP and its role 
in the admissions process, so it seemed sensible to include a variety of 
overlapping questions. Also, since I would not be face to face, and could not 
prompt further exploration of any particular subject, larger numbers of questions 
seemed like the best way to solicit sufficient quantities of information   
I directly e-mailed all professors in the department who have participated 
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in admissions decisions within the last four years with a request to participate in 
my study. The four professors who agreed to participate were sent my 
questionnaire, and asked to return it within two weeks. 
Figure 2. Questionnaire.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Please respond to these questions in terms of your personal preferences and experiences, 
not what you understand to be in keeping with SILS policy.  
1. What is the first thing you look for when you read a statement of purpose? 
2. What differentiates a successful personal statement from an unsuccessful one? 
3. Are there any “danger signs,” or elements that raise doubts or concerns you look for in 
statements of purpose? What are they?  
4. Would you reject an application based on a problem in the statement of purpose? If so,
would please describe the kind of problem that would lead to rejection? 
5. How important is the statement compared to other materials in the application?  
6. In general terms, please characterize an ideal statement of purpose. 
7. Why is the statement of purpose a part of the application process? What purpose is it 
meant to serve? 
8. Using a scale from 1 to 5, please rank the following topics according to how much 
space a successful statement of purpose should devote to each: 
____ Professional goals 
____ Personal experiences or background 
____ Academic experience 
____ Professional experience 
____ Research interests 
____ Other? Please explain:____________________________________________ 
9. Among applications rejected for reasons aside from the statement of purpose, do 
statements of purpose share any commonalities? If so, please characterize those 
commonalities.  
4.3 Limitations 
 Since the department did not provide access to student records, the 
sampling of SPs was not random. The corpus was assembled by soliciting people 
to volunteer their own SPS, so it seems likely that students who are confident in 
their writing abilities might have been more likely to volunteer their statements 
for my study. Although confidence in an ability is not necessarily indicative of the 
presence of that ability, this is nonetheless a weakness of my study. I was also 
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unable to gain access to rejected applications, so I was not able to directly 
compare unsuccessful SPs to successful one. Any understanding of the nature of 
the unsuccessful SP must come either from inference or second hand via 
professors’ descriptions. 
Although validity can be problematic for content analyses, I do not believe 
it is a serious problem for my study. SPs are self-contained documents, and the 
topics they expound on are easy to identify. Also, I am basing my approach on 
Brown (2004), whose study was well received. Unlike Brown, I do not have 
access to unsuccessful statements. While his study compared successful and 
unsuccessful statements “to identify features that distinguished the personal 
statements of admitted applicants from those of denied applicants,” mine seeks 
identify features common among a group of successful statements, and better 
understand the role SPs play in the admission process.  
Brown started with a corpus of 189 statements: 9 successful and 180 
unsuccessful. Since the program only admitted a small number of students each 
year, and Brown intended to study statements from only a single year, 9 
successful statements were all that was available. From the 180 unsuccessful 
applications, he randomly selected 36 statements, then randomly selected 9 out of 
the 36, to arrive at a numerical parity of 9 successful and 9 unsuccessful 
statements. I do not have the degree of access that Brown had, so I was forced to 
rely on volunteers to supply successful statements, and I had no access to 
unsuccessful statements. While this is indeed a weakness in comparison with 
Brown’s study, I do not believe it is fatal. In an effort to compensate, I made my 
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questionnaire more than twice as long as Brown’s, including specific questions 
about both successful and unsuccessful SPs (see Figure 2). Also, my goal is to 
characterize the successful SP. Although it would be illustrative to examine 
negative examples, I submit that there are an infinite number of ways to do 
anything wrong, and a much smaller number of ways to do a thing correctly, and 
SPs are no different. In sum, while it would be more elegant to be able to compare 
negative with positive, it is not necessary for me to accomplish the goals of this 
pilot study.  
All of the statements in Brown’s corpus came from the same year; I 
sampled from four years. If I had access to a sufficiently large number of 
statements from a single year, I would have limited my study to that year, but my 
dependence on volunteers necessitated expanding the time frame to include 
statements that have been written by all current students and recent graduates 
from SILS. Although my study encompasses a greater time period than Brown, it 
is my reasoning that four years is not a terribly long time in this department. Few 
changes have occurred in the faculty composition or the dominant culture in that 
time, nor has the prompt for the SP changed, so it is my hope that, for the 
purposes of this pilot study, the time range will not play a significant role.  
Since each department has its own unique culture and goals for its 
students, as well as the obvious factor of different prompts, results from this study 
are not generalizable to any other LIS program, and are especially not valid for 
any other department at this university or any other. From the standpoint of 
ecological validity, this study is highly valid. SPs are being studied in the same 
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form as they were submitted for judgment. 
Another factor to be considered is my own limitations. By virtue of being 
a graduate student and having been in the position of applying to graduate 
programs time and time again, my experience with SPs is limited to the act of 
creation. The life cycle of the SP, however, involves both creation and judgment. 
I am trying to address my lack of knowledge of their judgment through my 
questionnaire, but even the best questionnaire cannot substitute for personal 
experience. In an effort to cope, if not compensate for this inexperience, I 
endeavored to be aware of my inexperience as I proceeded with this study.  
Since library science programs such as SILS attract a wide variety of 
applicants from many different academic and professional backgrounds, as well 
as different ages, the naturally varied writing ability across this population seems 
like it could be a complication. Some applicants might have written many such 
statements in the past, others might be coming directly out of their undergraduate 
educations and have never written anything of the sort, with the exception of the 
undergraduate admissions essay.  
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5. Results 
 
5.1 SP results 
SILS students come to graduate school immediately after their 
undergraduate educations, or after years in LIS-related fields. Since new 
graduates tend to have little professional experience, I expected them to devote a 
large portion of their SPs to emphasizing the value of their educations and a much 
smaller portion to professional experience. Conversely, applicants who have been 
working for many years seem more likely to devote a large portion of their SPs to 
professional experience, and a smaller portion to education. Running a distant 
third I expected to see PB (personal background), mostly because it seems easier 
to discuss the past at length than it is to predict the future, as that is the focus of 
PG (professional goals) and RI (research interests). PG and RI seemed likely to 
run a rough tie, with perhaps PG coming out ahead, since the majority of 
applicants are probably not interested in pursuing doctoral study. 
Twenty SPs were coded into 474 units, with 23.7 mean units per SP. I 
expected the most common codes to be PE (professional experience) and EB 
(educational background). Table 1 shows the frequency of unit types in each SP. 
The bar chart in Figure 3 displays the same data, grouped by SP for comparison. 
Figures 4 through 10 show the number of units of each type by SP. 
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Figure 4. Frequency of Professional Experience units in each statement of 
purpose.  
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Figure 5. Frequency of Educational Background units in each statement of 
purpose.  
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Figure 6. Frequency of Goals units in each statement of purpose.   
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Figure 7. Frequency of Library units in each statement of purpose. 
Other - Library (L)
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Figure 8. Frequency of Personal units in each statement of purpose.  
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Figure 9. Frequency of Hope & Praise units in each statement of purpose.  
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Figure 10. Frequency of Other units in each statement of purpose.   
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Table 2. Number of SPs in which each topic was mentioned at least once. 
Topic: PE EB G P L HP OT 
Number of SPs in which 
topic occurs at least 
once: 
20 14 19 19 14 13 8 
 
Table 2 shows the number of SPs in which each topic was mentioned at 
least once. Only one topic, PE, occurs in every SP in the corpus, although G and P 
each occur in 19 out of 20 SPs. OT occurred the least number of times, as it was 
intended to. The next least frequent is HP, followed closely by the tied EB and L. 
However, it is interesting to note that most topics, with the exception of OT, occur 
at least once in most SPs. This commonality suggests that applicants share at least 
a tenuously similar idea of the SP’s genre.  
EB and L, two of the least common topics, are also the most sporadic. 
Although they each occur at least once in 14 of the 20 SPs, they each range from 
as few as one instance to as many as ten. The variance in EB can be explained by 
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the likelihood of differing levels of education, and how recent that education is in 
relation to work experience. A recent graduate without work experience might be 
more likely to discuss education more extensively than an applicant who has been 
working for several years. L is more problematic to explain. Some applicants 
choose to include numerous opinions about libraries, others do not. In SPs in 
which L occurs ten times, each SP opens with a paragraph detailing the 
applicant’s views of what a library is, followed by opinions about the role of 
libraries and LIS in the future. These extended library discussions situate the 
applicant within a particular LIS context, and provide a departure point for the 
applicant to discuss other topics.       
 Topic G boasts the largest number of units occurring in any one topic in 
any one SP. In SP# 20, G occurs 18 times. This number comes from the second 
longest SP in the corpus, and it is proportionately the second largest topic, those 
18 units making up 58.1% of the SP’s 31 total units. This SP was perhaps the 
most unusual in the corpus. It is written almost entirely in terms of what the 
applicant’s day to day life would be like as a professional librarian. The applicant 
is quite specific about the kind of work and duties that would occur, so it made 
the most sense to code many of them as G. Proportionately, the greatest 
occurrence of any topic is P in SP #5, which occurs twelve times out of 19 total 
units, making up 63.2% of the SP. This SP also used a particular rhetorical 
approach that accounts for the unusually large proportion of units. In this SP, the 
applicant uses an extended personal narrative that describes formative experiences 
that resulted in the applicant’s decision to pursue graduate studies in LIS.  
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 Although all SPs contain at least one occurrence of PE, the two second-
most prevalent topics, P and G, each only fail to occur in one SP. SP #7, which 
does not contain topic P, is the only SP that mentions previous graduate-level 
education, and the only SP to not mention any library-related employment history. 
Given that this SP also contains the largest number of EB units in the corpus, it 
seems at least possible that the emphasis on education in this SP and lack of 
personal information is related to the lack of library-related experience. SP #13, 
the only SP to lack any units from topic G, is predominantly made up of topics P 
and PE. On the whole, it focuses greatly on the past, and often cites evidence or 
makes claims about the applicant’s seriousness about graduate study in LIS.   
 The proportionately smallest topics, HP and OT, though intermittently 
occurring, consistently occur in the same small numbers, never more than four to 
an SP, and usually only one or two. OT was meant to house units that do not fit 
into the other categories, and since the coding scheme was designed to describe 
the vast majority of topics occurring across the corpus, it makes sense that OT 
would be a small, infrequently occurring topic. HP, however, is likely small due 
to the sentiments it typically contains. Praise for the school, and wishes for 
admission are fairly straightforward sentiments that leave room for little 
elaboration. It is also difficult to do well, since applicants usually have limited 
time in which to conduct school-specific research.  
 
5.2 Questionnaire results 
Under the general goal of gaining an understanding of the characteristics 
of a successful SP, I had three main hopes for the questionnaires. One, that they 
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would supplement my limited experience with SPs. Two, that they would guide 
my interpretation of the data generated by the content analysis. Three, that they 
would provide me with information about unsuccessful SPs. In order to better 
protect the anonymity of respondents, with the exception of questions 4 and 8, I 
do not provide verbatim replies to the questionnaires. Instead I have identified six 
themes concerning the characteristics of a successful SP common to the 
responses. Since my questions provided several different ways of finding 
professors’ preferred and less preferred characteristics of SPs, I am able to isolate 
themes regardless of which question prompted the reply. According to the 
questionnaire responses, a good SP should exhibit the following characteristics.  
 
1. Clarity of expression. Since SILS requires no official writing sample, the SP 
takes its place, in addition to its other duties. Within this theme, typos and 
proofreading errors, especially in excess, were concerns cited in three 
questionnaires. Descriptions of positive indicators of clarity were less specific 
than the negatives, however. The term “clarity” was used by two respondents, 
with no further explanation, although the idea of consistency was brought up 
once: “[A good SP is written with] clarity of expression and consistency with the 
applicant’s expressed interests and experiences.”   
 
2. Motivation for attending LIS school. Simply making the claim “I want to be a 
LIS professional” is grossly insufficient. Professors wish to see a detailed 
explanation of the decision-making mechanisms behind the choice to apply to 
SILS: “[A good SP will include] a coherent and convincing expression of reasons 
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for seeking graduate education in information and library science.” A single 
reason appears to be also insufficient; this part of the SP must be extensive, or at 
least highly specific. It should also, if possible, indicate or incorporate 
motivations behind the pursuit of a career in LIS in addition, or intertwined with 
the motivations for pursuing graduate study.  
 
3. Indications of some knowledge of the profession. This theme relates to the 
theme of motivation. In order for an applicant’s reasons for pursuing a career in 
LIS to be convincing, the applicant must demonstrate sufficient understanding of 
LIS as to make the decision an informed one. Applicants also need to establish 
their decision as credible, and the more accurate information they provide about 
their proposed future fields of study, the more credible they become. In keeping 
with the need to establish credibility, two professors indicated a desire for 
applicants to have a history of LIS-related work experience: “[Desirable in a good 
SP are] indications of work experience, especially library experience, between the 
Bachelor’s degree and application for Master’s admission.” Work experience in 
LIS provides both evidence of the applicant’s sincerity in pursuing graduate study 
in LIS, as well as credibility that the applicant has made an informed decision, 
and is prepared for graduate school.  
 
4. A personal view of the applicant. All respondents indicated a desire to hear the 
“applicant’s voice,” although concern is also raised at the possibility of an 
applicant “revealing too much personal information and not enough professional 
interest.” Professors indicated they value personal expression; in question 4 two 
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professors rated it as the subject second most deserving of space in an SP, and one 
rated it first (see Table 3). They are adamant, however, that these personal 
disclosures relate directly to the applicant’s decision to pursue graduate study and 
a career in LIS: “An ideal essay will talk about applicants’ journeys—what has 
led them to wish to become a librarian or information professional.” Personal 
information is solicited, but it needs to be on the topic of LIS in order to be 
acceptable.  
 Personal disclosure of motivation for pursuing LIS is all well and good, 
but it has much more value if the nature of that disclosure differentiates the 
applicant from the rest of the group. Part of valuing the personal includes valuing 
originality and individuality.  If an applicant can provide insight into previous 
problems or failures, those failures can be overlooked, explained as acceptable 
shortcomings of an otherwise acceptable applicant. Professors actively seek to 
acknowledge individuals, and accept that individual cases might require special 
attention or understanding: “A ‘knock your socks off’ essay (one that gives us 
insight into the motivations, contributions to diversity among our student body, 
etc.) will override other weaknesses.” 
 
5. Attention to detail, ability to follow instructions. Failures to proofread for 
typographical errors, or to submit an SP of sufficient length were commonly cited 
as problems that can deeply undermine SPs. Use of the wrong institution’s name, 
such as Simmons instead of UNC, was another problem indicating insufficient 
attention to detail. Within this theme professors were highly specific, with no use 
of indefinite concepts.  
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6. This final theme is not a characteristic of a good or poor SP, but rather the 
enormous power an SP can possess in the admissions process. An SP, depending 
on its quality, holds the power to either save an otherwise weak application from 
rejection, or to doom an average or weak application: “A weak statement, 
obviously, does not help a weak dossier.  A weak statement may not hurt an 
applicant whose dossier is strong.  But a strong, simply crafted, passionate 
statement can make the evaluator want to take a risk on the student whose caring 
for knowledge and service is evident and unrestrained, even when her record is 
undistinguished.” All four respondents made some kind of statement to this effect.  
 
5.3 Results of questions 4 and 8 
Question 4 asked if a professor would reject an application based on a problem in 
the SP. Three professors said “yes”, one said “no”. 
 
Question 8 sought professors’ opinions of the relative importance of potential 
topics in the SP. 
8. Using a scale from 1 to 5, please rank the following topics according to how 
much space a successful statement of purpose should devote to each, 1 being 
most, 5 being least: 
____ Professional goals 
____ Personal experiences or background 
____ Academic experience 
____ Professional experience 
____ Research interests 
____ Other? Please explain: 
 
Table 3 shows the rankings given to each topic. Three professors ranked PG as 
deserving the most space in the SP, and one ranked PB as most deserving. Taken 
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together, PG and PB were deemed most deserving of space, receiving four and 
three first and second place votes respectively.  
 
Table 3. Rankings given each topic by professors (N=4). 
 Professional 
Experience 
Academic  
Experience 
Professional 
Goals 
Personal 
Background
Research 
Interests 
Other 
#1   3 1   
#2  1 1 2   
#3 3 1     
#4 1 1  1 1  
#5  1   3  
 
5.4 Hypotheses 
I tested three hypotheses. 
1. The proportion of units dedicated to Professional Goals (PG) will be 
greater than any other. Once the SPs were coded, the average rate of 
occurrence of each topic could be calculated. This hypothesis was 
incorrect, as Table 1 shows Personal (P) as the most prevalent topic. 
2. Successful SPs will be largely homogenous in preponderance of topics. 
Topic preponderance was tested by comparing the percentage of units 
coded for each topic in each SP across the corpus. This hypothesis is 
supported. The same three topics, Personal (P), Professional Experience 
(PE), and Goals (G), consistently take up the most space (number of units) 
in any given SP, with P accounting for an average of 27.2% of the units in 
each SP.   
3. Applications are sometimes rejected on the basis of a problem with the 
personal statement. According to responses to question 4 of the 
questionnaires, this hypothesis is correct. Three out of four professors 
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indicated willingness to reject an application based on a problem with the 
SP, and two described incidents in which such an event took place.  
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6. Discussion 
Successful applicants position themselves as emerging professionals, 
entering into graduate study with already-developed ideas about the LIS, and how 
they will fit into the profession. They often demonstrate how their ideas were 
acquired through workplace experience, mentioning previous education when it 
directly applies to their professional experiences and goals, and even then keeping 
such references brief and to the point. Personal narratives and anecdotes are used 
generously to demonstrate the seriousness of the applicants’ interests, and their 
commitment to a career of service, but sometimes focus instead on childhoods of 
reading and playing in libraries. Some applicants, although not many, devote 
space to a discussion of the state of LIS now and in the near future. Finally, most 
applicants devote one or two sentences to expressing hope for admission, or 
praise for the school, or of themselves.     
I expected variation in writing ability across my corpus. Because people 
with such varied backgrounds routinely gain admission to SILS, it is safe to 
conclude that admissions committees also expect variation in writing ability, and 
allow for it. If they did not, the population of admitted students would be much 
less varied. The presence of such variation suggests that writing ability, after a 
certain level, does not greatly affect the admissions process.  
Although professors repeatedly made the point that their rating of a topic’s 
importance had no necessary relationship to amount of space they feel must be 
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devoted to that topic, there exists nonetheless a high correspondence. Based on 
the high correspondence between the rate of occurrence of topics among 
successful SPs and professors’ ratings, it is reasonable to conclude that 
admissions committee members are acting according to similar, if not identical, 
conceptions of how an SP ought to be constructed. SPs from successful 
applications share similar proportions of topics, although three topics play a larger 
role than the rest: G, PE, and P. Each of these three topics occurred at least once 
in 19 out of the 20 SPs, and collectively account for 69.8% of units in the corpus. 
I consider these three to be primary topics, the backbone of the successful SP. 
The three remaining, or secondary topics, are EB, L, and HP. Of these 
three, only EB was rated in importance by professors, as L and HP had not yet 
emerged as individual topics, and it was rated as the second least important topic. 
Although all respondents to the questionnaires were asked to rate the five original 
topics by order of importance, they were also given the option of adding topics to 
the list. Not one added a topic. Based on their low rates of occurrence, and lack of 
mention in the questionnaires, I conclude that the role of topic L is difficult to 
evaluate, and topic HP plays a minimal role in success or failure of an SP. Among 
these last three topics, EB plays the largest role, followed by L, and finally HP, 
even though L (11.2%) occurs in slightly higher numbers than EB (9.9%). What 
follows here is a discussion of each topic in order of proportion, from greatest to 
least.   
6.1 Personal (P) 
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Units within this category mostly play one of two roles: provide a personal 
context for professional decisions and goals, or describe how LIS is a calling. The 
vast majority provide personal context for professional decisions, but there are 
enough occurrences of the other to warrant investigation.  
According to faculty responses to the questionnaires, providing a personal 
context for professional decisions and goals is one of the most desirable 
characteristics an SP can possess, and the large quantities of units devoted to this 
task reflect those responses. Based on professors’ descriptions of what they prefer 
to see in an ideal SP, I provide examples from the corpus illustrating attempts at 
providing personal context: 
 “When I was eight years old, I programmed a database that cataloged my entire 
comic book collection and reported on its size, scope, and appreciating value.” 
“I like making order out of chaos, and it fascinates me that standards and 
technology exist which can create a usable and immortal research collection from 
a pile of brittle paper and overstuffed boxes.” 
Each of these sentences is grounded in the personal, one referencing childhood, 
the other referencing likes and fascinations. Both then connect those personal 
references to subjects related to LIS, respectively databases and archives. 
Although the sentences are personal in nature, each limits its scope of personal 
exposure to LIS. Most importantly, each contains a positive idea: one applicant 
described creating something, the other expressed wonder and admiration towards 
an aspect of LIS.   
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The following sentences attempt to provide personal context, but do so 
using a different approach: 
“The overall benefits of [librarianship] also assist in the time and freedom of 
thought to improve my writing, a passion that is most dear to me.” 
“Throughout high school I entertained the idea of being a children’s book author, 
but I quickly realized that I lack both the persistence and the skill.” 
These sentences reveal personal information about why the applicants chose to 
pursue LIS careers, but the information revealed implies that librarianship is easy, 
or at least easier than alternatives the applicant has considered. The first sentence, 
although it indicates the applicant’s laudable desire to become a stronger writer, 
also implies the applicant expects a library job to not entail very much work, and 
is pursuing a career as a librarian in order to serve other goals.  
The second sentence contains an admission of weakness, which may have 
been intended to convince readers of the applicant’s honesty. The weaknesses the 
applicant reveals, persistence and skill, are both very general, positive attributes 
that are helpful (or essential) in most walks of life. Even though the sentence 
implies that the applicant only lacked the specific skills and persistence to become 
a children’s book author, it still portrays the applicant in a surprisingly negative 
light. The presence of problematic sentences such as these suggests that there are 
many ways to provide personal information within an SP, and even information 
that might reflect an imperfect character can be acceptable.  
In discussing how their personal lives relate to their professional decisions 
and goals, applicants frequently reveal what appear to be two underlying 
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assumptions about LIS. First, LIS is a calling, and second, love of books and 
reading are the most important qualifications for becoming a librarian. It needs to 
be stated that if an applicant includes a particular sentiment in a sentence, it does 
not necessarily follow that the applicant believe that sentiment to be true. SPs are 
carefully constructed documents with a specific purpose, not diaries. However, 
even if these assumptions do not reflect applicants’ actual beliefs, they at very 
least reflect what applicants think the admissions committee would like to hear. 
Either way, the presence of these two assumptions throughout the corpus shows 
that they are, at very least, commonly held ideas about the nature of LIS. 
Assumption one: LIS is a calling, a part of a person’s core self. Although 
admissions committee members might or might not agree on this point, it seems 
doubtful that, if articulated, such an idea would be frowned upon. And although it 
might be treated with a measure of skepticism, I imagine an applicant to dental 
school expressing a similar sentiment, that her life’s calling is to be a dentist, 
might meet with much greater incredulity. Many SPs contain sentences implying 
that LIS is a calling more than a career, but a few directly state it:   
“Information science is my calling.” 
“…I realized what I wanted to do with my life [is to be a librarian].” 
LIS is not just the profession these applicants claim to be choosing. They are not 
how these applicants are saying they would like to earn their incomes. These 
applicants are describing their lives’ purposes, their raisons d'être. Many SPs 
contain childhood narratives, and such narratives occur frequently enough that 
one professor complained about them at length and with great specificity. This 
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professor adroitly pointed out that “it is also no longer impressive when a 
childhood a childhood of ‘playing librarian’ is brought up, as if ‘playing doctor’ 
were a qualification for medical school.” This professor’s point is well taken, but 
I think there is something serious behind this recurring theme. If LIS is indeed 
perceived as a calling, a raison d'être, then it makes sense that the desire would 
begin in youth. Moreover, it would feel disrespectful to a calling to relegate its 
pursuit to simple choice. A calling must be beyond choice, something closer to 
destiny. Whether or not applicants feel that calling, they are going to feel pressure 
to establish their decision to pursue graduate studies in LIS in terms of a calling, 
and will likely continue to produce childhood narratives.  
 
6.2 Professional Experience (PE) 
Although many applicants doubtlessly have experience outside of LIS, 
almost all of the work experience listed is limited to LIS-related work, or is at 
least tangentially related. The point seems to be to establish LIS competency, not 
general competency to work, or to do just any job. This notable absence of non-
LIS-related professional work experience suggests either that the program attracts 
applicants who have only worked LIS-related jobs, or that the applicants 
collectively assume that work experience unrelated to LIS is undesirable or 
inapplicable to their applications.  
Most units in this category characterize experience in terms of specific job 
titles, technologies used, and materials dealt with. To a lesser degree, applicants 
briefly narrate projects they participated in. With few exceptions, this is a 
remarkably homogeneous category. Even when describing work experience not 
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directly or conventionally related to LIS, the applicant draws connections between 
LIS work, and that work experience, as can be seen in the following sentence:  
“…when I began stowing books in the back half of a double kayak, my clients 
had transformative experiences—they wanted and needed more information.” 
This applicant described working as a kayaking guide, but managed to portray the 
experience as being LIS-related. This homogeneity suggests that work 
experiences have been rather similar among most successful SILS applicants, 
with a few notable exceptions. Not surprisingly, similarity of experience has led 
to similarity of expression for units in this category. Unlike personal experiences, 
which many applicants had difficulty connecting with professional librarianship, 
it appears that applicants as a group are more adept at relating professional 
experiences, and drawing elegant connections between seemingly unrelated 
professional activities.     
 
6.3 Goals (G) 
This topic contains the fewest number of units out of the three vital categories, 
despite being privileged with the greatest importance by the questionnaires. I 
suspect this numerical paucity exists because applicants appear to have well-
developed ideas about their career goals, as their SPs express. If an applicant does 
not specifically mention a potential future job title, he almost always provides at 
least some indication about the kind of work he might like to engage in. In 
fourteen of the SPs, applicants mentioned job titles or specific career goals, with 
the remaining six indicating a general interest in LIS. In describing their goals, 
applicants use concrete language, only rarely resorting to general statements of 
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interest. They portray themselves as already possessing an understanding of the 
possible career path ahead of them, and usually stake a claim for a particular 
career: 
“I want to be a school librarian.” 
“…I am more particularly interested in exploring human and computer 
interaction, and user-centered design of information systems.” 
The second of these sentences provides an example of one of the most general 
statements of career interested present in the corpus. Although it is highly specific 
about the applicant’s goals, no actual job title is mentioned. Almost all SPs in the 
corpus displayed comparable levels of specificity regarding career goals and 
interests, which leads me to suspect is one of the main characteristics of a 
successful SP. This suspicion is supported by the statements three professors 
made, mentioning an interest in seeing applicants somehow demonstrate an 
understanding of the LIS profession.  
Additionally, although units in this category are few in number relative to 
their importance, the number must have been sufficient, given that the numbers 
are small all across the corpus(only five SPs had more than five units in topic G), 
and all of these SPs came from successful applications. It seems most likely that, 
although goals are important to canvas, this can be done very well using little 
space, so long as a sufficiently high level of detail is achieved.  
 
6.4 Other - Library (L) 
Units in this category demonstrate awareness of LIS, usually 
acknowledging that change is part of the profession, and that such change is 
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welcome. Change is usually characterized as actually being a significant part of 
the field’s appeal: 
“I look forward to working in a profession that never stays the same, that 
constantly requires learning new things.” 
Although this emphasis on change is almost ubiquitous across the corpus, it is 
almost always coupled with the sentiment that libraries are welcoming, appealing 
places: 
“Libraries are vivacious spaces encompassing a wide world of information, much 
of it existing only in cyberspace.” 
Applicants acknowledge the importance of change, but also avoid possible 
negative connotations by praising libraries and the services they provide. They 
characterize change as a move from good to better, not as a constant struggle to 
fix something broken. In fact, at no point in the corpus are libraries or the field of 
LIS ever accused of having flaws, or needing improvement in order to perform 
their services appropriately. All descriptions of libraries are positive, occasionally 
rapturous.   
Also noteworthy within this category is the way that applicants position 
themselves as totally conversant with cutting-edge technology, but also maintain 
enormous respect for the value of physical media: 
“As a child of the age of computers, I feel well-equipped to focus my studies 
toward technology and public libraries. At the same time however, I hope to 
maintain the importance of physical books and not let them be lost to a world of 
online materials.” 
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By simultaneously pledging allegiance to the old and the new, this applicant is 
able to avoid offending gatekeepers with either conservative or radical leanings 
towards the use of technology. However, given that SILS is noted for pro-
technology leanings, and modern librarianship is dependent on computer 
technology, it seems unlikely that many applicants would be concerned their 
eagerness to learn about technology might be held against them. Rather, since 
many applicants are members of a generation who grew up with computers, it 
seems more likely that they see computer technology as a tool existing alongside, 
and in many ways, no better than, other tools and technologies. These pro-
computer and pro-book sentiments could a reaction against, and a synthesis of, the 
friction between pro-book, anti-computer and pro-computer, anti-book factions.    
 
6.5 Educational Background (EB) 
Units in this category are generally limited to lists of majors or 
undergraduate extracurricular activities without connection to LIS, although some 
SPs devote significant space to describing an extensive undergraduate research 
project, and then connect something about that project with an aspect of LIS. 
Sometimes applicants will refer to an alma mater by name, and an even smaller 
number used the subject of undergraduate education to introduce career interests, 
such as this sentence: 
“While the skills acquired through my English major have served my interests in 
librarianship well and will continue to do so, my studies completed through my 
music and art history minors have spurred an interest in the upkeep of special 
libraries, archives, and museum curating.” 
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Despite the direct connections made between the applicant’s education and career 
interests, this sentence still reads like a list. It feels almost as if applicants do not 
know how to describe their educations without making lists. And on the occasions 
when an applicant brings up the topic of education without making a list, it is 
often to praise the undergraduate institution, and, indirectly, the applicant: 
“Through a rigorous undergraduate education at XXXXXXX, I concentrated in 
history under professors who were true scholar-educators.” 
It is not surprising, after examining these examples, that professors would 
indicate on the questionnaires that educational background is one of the least 
important subjects for a successful SP. Given that transcripts provide the 
necessary information about each applicant’s education, and almost a third of SPs 
in the corpus contained no mention of it, I can conclude that a successful SP does 
not require the presence of this topic, unless it is to provide explanation for a 
weakness in the transcripts.        
 
6.6 Other - Hope & Praise (HP) 
Units in this category share a remarkable quality: they almost always 
specifically indicate that UNC or SILS is the topic of discussion, but what follows 
are generalities that could easily be applied to any LIS program. One cause of this 
phenomenon may be the need for modular, customizable sentences, since many 
applicants apply to many schools simultaneously, and it would be difficult to 
create the unique SPs that each school asks for in its essay prompt. Notice how 
other names could be substituted for Chapel Hill, or specific professors in the 
following sentences: 
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“I am confident that Chapel Hill will be the best place for me to get my MLS.” 
“The faculty are knowledgeable and approachable, and I especially look forward 
to learning from XXXXXXX.”  
In each sentence, it seems unlikely that any program in the country would 
disagree with the sentiments expressed. No school (I hope) would disagree with 
the statement that its faculty are knowledgeable and approachable, and the 
applicant is able to change the names that follow that sentiment to quickly 
customize the SP to any program.  
Granted, modular sentences such as these are relatively easy to detect, and 
would seem to be inferior to well though-out sentences detailing exactly how an 
applicant would fit into the program, but professors failed to mention them even 
once in the questionnaires, although no questions specifically about them were 
asked. Given limited time and energy, modular sentences would appear to be 
better than nothing, and almost every SP in the corpus contains at least one, some 
as many as two or three. Since they went unmentioned in the questionnaires, I 
suspect they play a minimal role.   
 
6.7 Other (OT) 
Aside from two applicants’ use of quote by famous authors, this category is 
sufficiently small as to lack commonalities in need of discussion.  
 
6.8 Discussion of questionnaires 
According to the questionnaires, three out of four professors will reject an 
application on the basis of a serious enough problem in the statement of purpose, 
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even if the supporting application materials are strong. Most applicants have 
excellent academic records, and excellent recommendations, and high GRE 
scores. This makes the SP the most variable element in the application packet.   
When asked to rank five topics in order of importance, recommenders 
made a point to indicate that importance has no necessary relationship with 
quantity. It is possible that an SP could be entirely devoted to professional 
experience and say nothing useful or memorable about the applicant’s 
professional experience, while another could devote only a single sentence to the 
subject, and say everything that needs to be said. Despite this caveat, it is 
interesting to note that professors mostly rated the three most prevalent topics, G, 
PE, and P, as the most important as well (See Table 3).    
Topic PG was rated as most important, which is also noteworthy since 
these ratings were based on the original codes, before RI was conflated with PG. 
Space devoted to a topic might not have a direct relationship with effectiveness of 
that topic’s presence, but in this corpus of successful SPs, applicants devoted the 
most space to the most important topics, and the least to those topics rated as least 
important. This is even true for topics such as L and HP, which were not included 
on the questionnaire. From these observations, it appears that, in any SP, while 
the number of units devoted to a topic might not necessarily have a relationship 
with that topic’s force within the SP, successful SPs do indeed devote 
proportionally similar numbers of units to the same topics. For example, although 
each SP devotes an average of 27.2% of units to topic P, there are SPs within the 
corpus that do not devote more than one unit P, and were still successful. In sum, 
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most successful SPs share similar proportions of topics, but an SP can deviate 
greatly from the norm and still be successful.  
When asked to characterize an ideal statement of purpose, professors often 
provided negative examples, observations of characteristics they felt ideal 
statements should not display. Although professors listed fewer negative 
examples than positive examples, the negative examples were much more 
concrete than the positive examples, which often referred to qualities of writing 
that are difficult or impossible to quantify, such as authorial voice, or authenticity. 
They have clearer, more concrete ideas of what weakens an SP, than they have 
about what strengthens one. This disparity of specificity suggests that these 
professors are flexible, willing to accommodate creativity, and that they have a lot 
of consistent experience in what kind of students tend to succeed in SILS. 
 From their responses, I have assembled a list of positive and negative 
characteristics of SPs, which I will illustrate with excerpts from the corpus when 
possible. They are not listed in any particular order. In the list of negative 
examples, an underlying theme seems to be that SILS does not want negative, 
antisocial applicants. SILS takes the position that librarianship is a profession 
based on service, above all else, and indications that an applicant would not enjoy 
or excel at a career of service inspire concern. Naiveté is also not desirable in an 
application, but appears to be forgivable.  
 
Negative characteristics: 
1. Insufficient length.  
2. Numerous typos or grammatical errors.  
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3. Using the wrong university name.  
4. Indications the applicant would not enjoy or excel at a career of service.  
5. Displaying a negative attitude toward past experiences.  
6. Characterizing the decision to pursue graduate studies in relation to 
childhood experiences or games. This is the only negative characteristic 
that actually occurs in the corpus of successful SPs, so it bears exploration. 
For example, one SP opens with “I grew up in a library” and goes on to 
describe games the applicant played at the library as a child, and continues 
a personal narrative set in the applicant’s childhood for half of the SP. The 
second half, however, the applicant devotes entirely to PE and G, having 
used the personal narrative to establish a life history of interest in learning, 
as opposed to books, reading, or escaping from the world.  
 
Positive characteristics: 
1. Presence of authentic-sounding reasons for seeking graduate education in 
LIS. Since the idea of authenticity is difficult to nail down, and 
problematic to look for at the sentence level, all I can do is quote some of 
the reasons for seeking graduate education from a successful SP: “A 
career in library science—in particular, a career in university and museum 
archives—would fuse my academic passions with a profession that serves 
the public good.”   
2. Indications the applicant would enjoy and excel at a career of service. This 
can be accomplished by citing a history of service: “Through my 
subsequent service in the Peace Corps and in AmeriCorps, I expanded my 
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teaching capabilities and technical proficiencies in a variety of educational 
environments.”  
3. Indications of a love of learning and of knowledge, as opposed to a love of 
books or computers. Applicants should show they value the contents over 
the container. For example: “Being a children’s librarian would allow me 
to cultivate my love for learning and children’s books, as well as show the 
importance of acquiring knowledge through books, the Internet, and other 
forms of media.” Although this applicant expresses a love of books, the 
value of what those books and media contain is the focus of the sentence.   
4. Showing passionate intellectual interests. One applicant describes 
pursuing a research project to completion, long after graduation: “This 
project has consumed almost a year of my life, and has helped me to form 
my understanding of the importance of systematic inquiry, research, and 
ingenuity.”  
5. Displaying an awareness of the future, and the applicant’s role in it. This 
description is somewhat vague, but in most SPs, when the applicant brings 
up the future, it is in terms of specific career and educational goals: “I will 
apply my graduate-level education and experiences to the legal industry, 
drawing on my familiarity with data organization and collection and 
digital storage and retrieval to modernize this field, either as an 
information management consultant or as a librarian.”   
There is no one correct approach to writing a good SP. So long as certain bases 
are touched and egregious errors are avoided, applicants appear to have much 
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room for creativity. With the exception of a handful of specific things an applicant 
should probably not say, that at least some applicants actually do say, the only 
surefire way to fail is to not follow the instructions, or indicate profoundly 
antisocial tendencies. The SP, like the rest of a graduate applications packet, 
exists to help admissions committees determine the likelihood of an applicant’s 
success in graduate school and career beyond. If the supporting materials are 
weak, or there is a gap in the resume, the SP is an opportunity to explain these 
weaknesses, and convince the committee that future success will not be a 
problem.  
6.9 Comparison of questionnaires and proportion of topics to the essay 
prompt. 
The proportion of codes across the corpus appears to strongly reflect the 
prompt (Figure 1), which offers three focal points for the essay: “applicant,” 
“library or information science,” and “career.” Pairing “applicant” with topic P, 
“library or information science” with topic L, and “career” with PE and PG, 
accounts for 81% of units. This close relationship suggests that, as a group, 
applicants appear to be closely guided by the prompt, devoting the majority of 
their SPs to topics that are explicitly mentioned, and very little space to anything 
else. This close relationship also suggests that my interpretation of the topics is 
very close to how the applicants interpreted the prompt.  
EB isn’t mentioned in the prompt, but at 9.9% it still occurs almost as 
often as L (11.2%), which is mentioned. This high rate of occurrence of a topic 
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not prompted (in 14 out of 20 SPs) suggests that applicants share at least one 
common assumption about topics or characteristics that belong in an SP.  
 Only three of the themes expressed by the professors (#2, #3, #4), exhibit 
a relationship to the codes, but for those three, the relationship is profound. No 
one theme matches up directly with a code, but together all three themes 
encompass concepts integral to the three dominant codes, as well as the secondary 
code, L. It is surprising to observe the close relationship among the essay prompt, 
the proportions of topics among SPs, and the professors’ themes from the 
questionnaires. Both groups, applicants and professors alike, appear to be closely 
guided by the essay prompt; applicants consistently deliver SPs that match 
professors’ expectations and hopes. Even though these two groups, applicants and 
professors, have wildly differing amounts of experience with the genre of the SP, 
they appear to be generally able to reach common ground.  
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7. Summary and Conclusion
The few people who specialize in personal statements and other occluded 
genres agree that there is a great deal yet to be learned. Currently, little is known 
about the precise role personal statements play in the admissions process, their 
structure, or what characteristics correlate with success. Complicating the 
problem is the quixotic and varied nature of academic departments. Any study on 
personal statements from a given department becomes obsolete as professors 
retire and programs change over time. Furthermore, since most departments have 
marked differences in outlook or goals for their students, the characteristics of a 
successful personal statement vary correspondingly.  
Generally, it has been determined that personal statements are produced 
from within a rhetorical vacuum, and that nature has filled that vacuum with a 
great deal of lore, some reliable, some not. With few specific guidelines, and only 
lore to rely on, many applicants try to situate themselves by imagining their 
audience. This reliance on imagination leaves applicants in a vulnerable position. 
Compounding this vulnerability is the rhetorical paradox: applicants are often 
encouraged either implicitly or explicitly to write candidly, even though every 
word in the statement will be judged for institutional suitability of the applicant. 
Applicants are faced with the need to figure out what kind of applicant each 
program desires, and how to emphasize personal qualities in keeping with those 
desires often without ever having read or written such a document. Adding further 
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pressure is the lore, corroborated by questionnaire results, that professors are 
willing to reject entire applications on the basis of single errors they have deemed 
egregious, which are not shared with the general public. Since LIS is a discipline 
devoted to enabling access to information, and is not an exclusive field in the way 
that medicine or law is, it makes sense to provide resources to help applicants to 
LIS programs write the strongest personal statements they can. The observations I 
have made about the characteristics of successful SPs provide a starting point for 
applicants, a roadmap around several pitfalls that can result in a rejected 
application. 
 A future study could endeavor to gain access to statements submitted as 
part of rejected applications, in order to compare them with successful statements, 
as Brown did with psychology personal statements in 2004. Another study could 
devise a method for measuring the skill level of the writer behind the statement, 
perhaps by measuring transitions, and examine the variation in writers’ skill levels 
across a corpus of statements, and ideally across a corpus that contains equal 
numbers of successful and unsuccessful statements.  
 This study can be used as a resource to increase the competitiveness of 
statements of purpose without reducing the individuality, or making the duties of 
admissions committees any more difficult than they already are. I wish to see this 
research used by future applicants to gather an understanding of what professors 
involved in admissions decisions want to learn about the applicant in order to help 
the admissions committee make a better-informed judgment. Since my findings 
do not reveal a magic formula or approach to creating a perfect SP, they are 
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unlikely to be misused or abused, and ideally will help prevent applicants who 
could become excellent information professionals from being passed over as a 
result of a preventable error in a genre so poorly understood by its practitioners.
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